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A Sense of Belonging Among College Students
With Disabilities: An Emergent Theoretical Model
Annemarie Vaccaro   Meada Daly-Cano   Barbara M. Newman
Higher education research suggests that the
development of a sense of belonging is key
to academic success and persistence, yet we
know little about how first-year students with
disabilities develop a sense of belonging as they
transition into and through their first year in
postsecondary environments. Themes from a
grounded theory study of 8 college students, most
of whom had invisible disabilities, provided
the foundation for an emerging model of
belonging. Student narratives suggest there
are interconnections between the development
of a sense of belonging, self-advocacy, social
relationships, and mastery of the student role for
first-year students with disabilities.
In the postsecondary realm, a sense of belonging
has been associated with academic motivation,
success, and persistence (Freeman, Anderman,
& Jensen, 2007; Hausmann, Schofield, &
Woods, 2007; Hoffman, Richmond, Morrow,
& Salomone, 2002/2003). Many scholars
argue that developing a sense of belonging is an
especially necessary, but challenging, endeavor
for students from historically marginalized
social identity groups (Hurtado & Carter,
1997; Maestas, Vaquera, & Zehr, 2007;
Strayhorn, 2012). Students with disabilities
are a growing population of historically
marginalized students with 25% of youth
with disabilities pursuing education after high
school (Wagner, Newman, Cameto, Garza, &

Levine, 2005), yet we know very little about
how college students with disabilities develop
a sense of belonging as they transition to
postsecondary education.
This article presents findings about the
sense of belonging among 8 first-year students
who self-identified as having a documented
disability. With one exception, participants had
invisible disabilities, meaning their disability
was not readily apparent to others (Evans &
Herriott, 2009). The students were part of a
larger grounded theory study that focused on
how students from historically marginalized
social groups develop a sense of belonging
during their first year on campus. Analysis
of student narratives revealed differences
among subpopulations of study participants
and point to three themes that contribute
to a sense of belonging for college students
with disabilities: self-advocacy, mastery of
the student role, and social relationships.
While we initially set out to determine what
contributes to student’s self-reported sense
of belonging, we learned that our emergent
themes and belonging seemed to influence
each other. Student narratives suggest that
developing a sense of belonging also helps
advance students’ self-advocacy, mastery of
the student role, and social relationships.
Data provided the foundation for an emergent
model of belonging for college students
with disabilities.

Annemarie Vaccaro is Associate Professor of Human Development and Family Studies, College Student Personnel
Program; Meada Daly-Cano is a doctoral student of Psychology; Barbara M. Newman is Professor Emeritus of Human
Development and Family Studies; each at the University of Rhode Island. This research was supported in part by a
ACPA AOFYE Commission Grant. We would like to thank the Disabilities Services for Students Office and the student
research team (Alex Butler, Indrawati Liauw, Brenda McGill, and Allison Seperack) from the University of Rhode Island.
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Literature Review
The following literature review provides
highlights of the research on belonging as it
relates to success in postsecondary education,
the educational contexts for students with
disabilities under Individuals With Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA; 1975), and the concept
of self-advocacy as a key process for success
in the transition from high school to college.

Belonging
Much of the postsecondary belonging literature
(Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Maestas et al., 2007;
Strayhorn, 2008) builds upon Tinto’s (1987)
model of student retention which suggested
that students leave universities if they fail to
become integrated into social and academic
life. Other literature describes the sense of
belonging as being fostered specifically through
campus involvement (Hurtado & Carter,
1997; Johnson et al., 2007; Strayhorn, 2012).
Common to the literature is an emphasis on
psychological feelings of fitting in, acceptance,
and support from a group or community
(Strayhorn, 2012).
Strayhorn (2012) suggested a “sense of
belonging may be particularly significant
for students who are marginalized in college
contexts” (p. 17). There is an emerging body
of literature about the development of a sense
of belonging for students of color (Hausmann
et al., 2007; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Johnson
et al., 2007; Locks, Hurtado, Bowman, &
Oseguera, 2008; Núñez, 2009; Strayhorn,
2008/2012), and some research has suggested
they experience less of a sense of belonging
than their White counterparts (Johnson et al.,
2007; Strayhorn, 2008). Other studies have
examined the sense of belonging for other
historically marginalized student groups, such
as gay students (Strayhorn, 2012) and students
from lower-socioeconomic statuses (Ostrove &
Long, 2007), yet, we know very little about
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the development of a sense of belonging for
college students with disabilities.
Strange (2000) argued that a sense
of belonging for students with disabilities
results from physically accessible spaces with
psychological features that engender a sense
of safety. Literature on the transition from
high school to college for students with
disabilities offers conflicting insight about their
postsecondary experiences (Adams & Proctor,
2010; Shepler & Woosley, 2012; Wessel, Jones,
Markle, & Westfall, 2009). For instance,
Adams and Proctor (2010) found that students
with disabilities had difficulties adapting
to college and considered dropping out.
Conversely, Shepler and Woosley (2012) found
that students with disabilities did not have
significantly different experiences than their
nondisabled peers regarding transition issues,
such as social integration, academic mastery,
institutional attachment, or home sickness.
Belonging and Relationships. Scholars
have long argued that social acceptance is
the foundation for a sense of belonging
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995; DeWall &
Bushman, 2011), and higher education studies
have affirmed the significance of supportive
relationships (Hausmann et al., 2007; Hoffman
et al., 2002/2003; Hurtado & Carter, 1997;
Johnson et al., 2007; Strayhorn, 2008). In
fact, Hoffman et al. (2002/2003) argued that
perceived peer support should be one of the
key factors used to assess sense of belonging.
Hausmann et al. (2007) found peer support
to be especially important to increasing the
sense of belonging in African American college
students. In his work with gay men of color,
Strayhorn (2012) found relationships with
fictive kin influenced belonging. With one
exception (Johnson et al., 2007), research
has also affirmed that positive interactions
and perceived support from faculty increase
students’ sense of belonging (Freeman et al.,
2007; Hausmann et al., 2007; Hoffman et al.,
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2002/2003; Hurtado & Carter, 1997).
The limited literature about the collegiate
experiences of students with disabilities reveals
conflicting findings about relationships with
educators (Adams & Proctor, 2010; Ashby
& Causton-Theoharis, 2012; Barnard-Brak,
Lechtenberger, & Lan, 2010; Megivern,
Pellerito, & Mowbray, 2003; Olney &
Brockelman, 2003; Troiano, 2003). Two
studies suggest that students with disabilities
have difficulty developing positive relationships
with, and/or obtaining necessary supports
from faculty (Barnard-Brak et al., 2010;
Olney & Brockelman, 2003), while another
found almost exclusively positive relationships
between faculty and students with disabilities
(Troiano, 2003). Literature regarding peer
relationships is less divided and less positive.
Megivern et al. (2003) found that almost a
third of students with psychiatric disabilities
reported difficulties with social life during
college, including feeling isolated, experiencing
stigma and discrimination, and being unable to
make friends. In another study, students with
disabilities scored lower on measures of social
adjustment to college than their nondisabled
peers (Adams & Proctor, 2010).
Belonging and Academic Success. In higher
education settings academic motivation,
academic integration, and academic persistence
have been associated with a sense of belonging
at the classroom level (Freeman et al., 2007;
Hausmann et al., 2007; Parker & Flowers,
2003); however, academic mastery has been
researched less frequently. A mastery orien
tation reflects students’ desires to seek out
challenges, a commitment to learning new
strategies that will support their learning, and
a willingness to use feedback and resources in
order to achieve new levels of comprehension
(Ames, 1992). Summers and Svinicki (2007)
found that students gave a higher rating to
their academic mastery and classroom sense
of belonging in courses where teachers used
672

interactive learning techniques and encouraged
cooperation as opposed to traditional, lecturestyle classes. In a longitudinal study of college
students, Pittman and Richmond (2007)
found increases in a sense of belonging over
the course of the first year were associated
with increases in scholastic competence, which
included mastery of course work.

Educational Context of Disability
The Americans With Disabilities Act of 1990
(ADA) defines a disability as a physical or
mental impairment that substantially limits
a major life activity such as “communicating
and working as well as caring for oneself,
performing manual tasks, seeing hearing,
eating, walking, standing lifting, bending,
speaking, and breathing” (Chapter 126, Sec.
12102, ADA, 1990). In 2008, the ADA was
amended to include learning related activities
such as concentrating, reading, and thinking
(Americans With Disabilities Act Amendments
Act [ADAAA], 2008). A mental illness can be
categorized as a disability if it impairs one’s
ability to cope with the above mentioned
major life activities (Belch, 2011). These
definitions show that a disability can be visible
or invisible (Evans & Herriott, 2009).
Students with disabilities have varying
levels of access and support throughout K–16
educational settings. Laws such as IDEA
(1975) ensure that students are provided with
Free and Appropriate Public Education (FAPE)
through high school graduation or age 21.
Once students graduate from high school or
reach age 21, they are not guaranteed a FAPE;
however, the 2004 IDEA Improvement Act
specified that postsecondary institutions should
be accessible and provide accommodations for
students with disabilities. While there are
accommodation guidelines (Bryan & Myers,
2006; Burke, Friedl, & Rigler, 2010), Belch
and Marshak (2006) found that student affairs
divisions in particular, and universities in
Journal of College Student Development

College Students With Disabilities

general, were not always prepared to support
students with disabilities.
Under IDEA, primary and secondary
schools are responsible for identification,
assessment, and development of educational
plans for students with disabilities. Services
are provided so students can reach the educa
tional outcomes outlined in their Individual
Education Programs (Stodden, Conway,
& Chang, 2003). The process of receiving
accommodations significantly changes once
students enter postsecondary settings where
they must self-identify, undergo assessment, and
seek out assistance to receive accommodations
or services. This shifting of responsibility from
the school to the student requires students
take on a self-advocacy role to obtain services
(Stodden et al., 2003).

Self-Advocacy
Multiple researchers have found that selfadvocacy is critical in the transition to, and
persistence through, postsecondary education
(Adams & Proctor, 2010; Daly-Cano, Vaccaro
& Newman, 2015; Getzel & Thoma, 2008;
Hadley, 2006; Janiga & Costenbader, 2002;
Thoma & Wehmeyer, 2005; Webster, 2004).
Despite these benefits, some students with
disabilities come to college unprepared to
self-advocate because of past reliance on
parents, special education teachers, and a
secondary school system that did not require
self-advocacy (Janiga & Costenbader, 2002).
Daly-Cano et al. (2015) found some students
with disabilities proactively self-advocated,
while others reactively or retrospectively selfadvocated only after a negative incident or
failure occurred.
Self-advocacy is the ability to communicate
one’s needs and wants and to make decisions
about the supports necessary to achieve
them (Stodden, 2000). Key components
of self-advocacy are knowledge of self,
knowledge of rights, ability to communicate,
October 2015
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and ability to be a leader. Knowledge of self
refers to understanding one’s preferences,
goals, learning style, strengths, weaknesses,
accommodation needs, and the characteristics
of one’s disability; while knowledge of rights
refers to understanding personal rights,
community rights, educational rights, steps
to correct violations, and steps to advocate
for change (Test, Fowler, Wood, Brewer, &
Eddy, 2005). Communication and leadership
include the ability to convey information to
receive accommodations and support.
Researchers have identified specific selfadvocacy skills that help students succeed
in higher education, including utilizing
tutoring labs and disability services, forming
relationships with instructors, and having a
support system on campus (Adams & Proctor,
2010; Getzel & Thoma, 2008). One study
found that disclosing one’s disability and
requesting accommodations were common
themes discussed by academically successful
students with disabilities (Barnard-Brak et al.,
2010), yet researchers have found that students
often choose not to disclose their disability upon
entering college (Belch 2011; Hadley, 2006;
Megivern et al., 2003; Olney & Brokelman,
2003; Wagner et al., 2005; Vickerman &
Blundell, 2010). One of the reasons for the
lack of disclosure is the prevalence of negative
attitudes toward individuals with disabilities
(Olkin, 1999). People with disabilities “are
constantly told by the dominant culture
what they cannot do and what their place
in society is” (Charlton, 2006, p. 225), and
many individuals internalize this oppression
and “come to believe they are . . . less capable
than others” (Charlton, 2006, p. 220).
This sociopolitical educational context
for disability, combined with the literature on
self-advocacy, academic mastery, and belonging
for college students, informed this grounded
theory study. While these separate bodies of
literature were gleaned from disparate fields
673
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and disciplines, interconnections among these
concepts led us toward a more comprehensive
understanding of belonging for students
with disabilities.

METHOD
Grounded theory emphasizes theory building
through a complex and emergent process as
opposed to reliance on a priori assumptions
and hypotheses that produce narrowly limited
theories (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Since
grounded theory is designed for generating
theories of process, change, or sequence,
this method was ideal for our study of
belonging. The emergent theory presented
in this manuscript is grounded in data that
surfaced from student narratives about the
development of a sense of belonging during
the first-year of college. Overarching research
questions for the study included: How do firstyear students from historically marginalized
social identity groups define and describe
the development of a sense of belonging?
For the purposes of the study, we defined
individuals as belonging to a historically
marginalized social group if they identified
as being: a person of color, a person with a
disability, gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender,
or an individual whose religious background
was not Christian. In this study, we found the
experiences of eight self-identified students
with disabilities to be distinctively different
from other marginalized social groups.
The setting for the study was a midsize,
public research university located in the
eastern part of the United States. The school
enrolled approximately 13,000 students, 1,200
of whom self-identified with the institution
as having a documented disability. These
students are served by a Disability Services
office that coordinates accommodation and
support services.
Grounded theory utilizes theoretical
674

sampling, which allows the researcher to
select participants who can best contribute
information to the evolving theory (Glaser,
1992). We recruited study participants in
locations where we were likely to find firstyear students from historically marginalized
social groups (e.g., LGBT center, women’s
center, disability services, Hillel). Students
who responded to electronic and in-person
recruitment were provided detailed study
information and invited to a series of two
individual interviews. All 30 students who
volunteered to participate in the study
completed an initial interview during the
fall semester, and 20 returned for the second
interview in the spring semester. Eight
students with disabilities participated in the
fall and seven returned for a spring interview.
Participants were diverse in age (18–32 years
old), major, and disability, but not by gender.
Only two men and six women participated.
Students self-reported their disabilities as
Asperger’s syndrome, bipolar disorder, dyslexia,
obsessive-compulsive disorder, retinopathy of
prematurity, ulcerative colitis, and two had
learning disabilities. With one exception, these
disabilities were mostly invisible to others
(Evans & Herriott, 2009).

Data Collection and Analysis
Data collection and analysis were completed
by a research team that consisted of two
full-time faculty members, two doctoral
students, and two master’s students from
Psychology and Human Development and
Family Studies. The all-women research team
was racially diverse, with three White, two
Black, and one Asian members. Two members
self-identified as a sexual minority. None selfidentified as a person with a disability. Each
team member had a research interest in college
student development.
The research team met every other week
for a year. To ensure rigorous data collection
Journal of College Student Development
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and analysis, graduate students received
training about grounded theory methods,
interviewing skills, and coding processes. The
training provided students the opportunity to
practice interviewing and coding and to receive
detailed feedback from the faculty members
before engaging in real-life processes. Student
interviewers were also given feedback after
completing their first live interview.
In-depth interviews are often used as
a vehicle for data collection in grounded
theory research (Glaser, 1992; Glaser &
Strauss, 1967). Members of the research team
individually interviewed between four and
seven students. Semistructured, individual
interviews served as the primary mode of
data collection for this study. Glaser and
Strauss warn that highly structured interviews
force data to fall within preconceived realms
of the researcher’s reality. In the first round
of interviews, each interviewer asked broad
questions about the ways students developed
a sense of belonging. Fall interview questions
included: How do you define what it means to
belong? Tell me about anything that happened
in your first few weeks that influenced your
sense of belonging. Were there any experiences
or people who were especially important
in influencing your sense of belonging—
positively or negatively?
The spring protocol was more focused
because we used specific responses and
emergent themes from the first round of
interviews to shape the questions. For instance,
we asked students questions such as, In the
fall, you described ___ as being especially
salient to your belonging. Can you tell me if,
and how, your experiences with ___ influence
your sense of belonging today? Moreover, we
added questions that allowed us to delve into
emergent themes from the fall interviews
which led to our final categories of mastery,
self-advocacy, and social relationships. To
explore emerging ideas that led to the mastery
October 2015
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category, we asked: Can you tell me, if and
how, your first semester grades influenced
your sense of belonging? and Think about
something you are especially good at. How, if
at all, does your mastery in that area shape your
sense of belonging? To more deeply explore
self-advocacy, we asked: If you could go back in
time, what would you do differently/ similarly
to establish a sense of belonging? Finally, we
asked: How do your relationships influence
your sense of belonging today as opposed to
in the fall? If those relationships have changed,
the influence on your sense of belonging may
also have changed. Can you talk about that?
All interviews were audio recorded
and transcribed for analysis. A hallmark of
grounded theory is the concept of constant
comparative data analysis (Glaser, 1992;
Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin,
1990, 1998). Creswell (2007) refers to the
process as a zigzag, whereby researchers
gather information, analyze it, and use the
analysis to shape further data gathering. As
researchers, we engaged in this back-andforth movement between data collection and
analysis throughout the research process. The
team met every other week to discuss themes
that emerged during the interviews. Each
member of the research team kept memos
about the research process and emergent
themes. Memos are a “researcher’s record of
analysis, thoughts, interpretations, questions,
and directions for further data collection”
(Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 110). Memos
guided research team discussions and served
as a method of triangulation for codes gleaned
from interview transcripts.
Open, axial, and selective coding were used
to analyze the transcripts (Strauss & Corbin,
1990, 1998). Each member of the research
team independently read the transcripts in
their entirety, noting key topics in the form of
potential open codes. Only topics that yielded
100% agreement among the research team were
675
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retained. Once the lengthy list of open codes
were decided upon, we used axial coding to
connect like categories into eight broad themes
under which all open codes were subsumed.
This process of data analysis was repeated for
the second round of interviews. When open
and axial coding were complete for both the fall
and spring interviews, we engaged in selective
coding to connect key categories and build a
story about the sense of belonging for students
with disabilities. That process involved “selecting
the core category, systematically relating it to
other categories, validating those relationships
[through discrepant case analysis and confirming
examples], and filling in categories that need
further refinement and development” (Strauss
& Corbin, 1990, p. 116). The core category
of belonging was related to three categories:
self-advocacy, mastery of the student role, and
social relationships.
To ensure trustworthiness and credibility
of study findings, a variety of qualitative
verification methods were implemented
(Creswell, 2007; Jones, Torres, & Arminio,
2006). For purposes of corroboration, data from
the initial interviews were triangulated with
the second. The research team also engaged in
analytic triangulation whereby we coded each
transcript independently and then revised the
codes as a group (Patton, 2002). Once the
axial coding frame for each round of interviews
was solidified, the research team re-read the
transcripts and assigned axial codes. We only
retained coded quotes that yielded 100%
agreement from the researchers. Negative
case analysis was used when a participant’s
experiences ran counter to our emergent codes
(Creswell, 2007). Emergent themes from the
interviews were used for member checking. After
the spring interview, students were invited to
offer feedback on both the themes and research
process. Peer reviews from expert disability
services professionals were also utilized to ensure
credibility of our emergent themes and model.
676

The research team utilized reflexivity,
which is especially important in studies where
members of privileged identity groups study
those who experience oppression (Jones et al.,
2006). Although the researchers self-identified
as members of historically marginalized
social groups (e.g., by gender, race, sexual
orientation), none of us identified as having
a disability. Throughout the research process,
we engaged in reflexive discussions about our
assumptions, concerns, and questions related
to the development of a sense of belonging
for first-year students with disabilities. For
instance, we discussed, if and how, our
socialization led to subjectivities about students
with disabilities (Charlton, 2006). We wrestled
with three key subjectivities throughout
the process including: (a) assumptions that
students with disabilities constantly struggled
to be successful; (b) expectations that belong
ing would largely relate to the ease or difficulty
obtaining accommodations; and (c) notions
that students would not want to talk extensively
about their conditions (e.g., irritable bowel
syndrome, mental health). These subjectivities
were rooted in our own lack of awareness as
individuals with privilege. They were also
informed by literature that emphasizes student
struggles and deficits, accommodations,
and hesitation to disclose due to stigma.
We addressed these subjectivities at each
research team meeting by acknowledging our
assumptions and challenging our subjectivities
with actual student narratives, most of which
ran counter to these perspectives. During
data analysis and writing we revisited these
subjectivities to ensure that our underlying
assumptions and knowledge of prior literature
did not overshadow actual student stories.

Findings
Analysis of student narratives pointed to three
themes that contributed to a sense of belonging
Journal of College Student Development
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for college students with disabilities. First, sense
of belonging was intricately tied to students’
ability to self-advocate. Second, students
discussed their need to master the student
role. Third, students spoke of the importance
of supportive relationships. Moreover, as
students developed a sense of belonging, they
enhanced their ability to master the student
role, self-advocate, and further develop social
relationships. In the following sections, we
illustrate how each emergent theme impacted
belonging and how increased belonging, in
turn, influenced the three themes. Figure 1
summarizes these findings in an emergent
theoretical model of belonging.

Self-Advocacy and Belonging
All students in this study described how the
ability to successfully self-advocate inside and
outside the classroom shaped their sense of
belonging on campus. During the interviews,
students explained how their self-advocacy was
rooted in a self-awareness of their disability

and corresponding needs. It also included
the ability to act in ways that fulfilled their
needs. Lisa, a student with bipolar disorder,
explained her understanding of her disability
and where she initially learned effective
strategies to manage her condition. In college,
she demonstrated knowledge of self and her
disability needs (i.e., self-advocacy) when
describing particular actions (e.g., exercise,
therapy regimen, campus involvement, sleep)
that helped her feel comfort, success, and
belonging at the university:
I did go to the outpatient hospital and
they taught me all different kinds of
tactics. . . . I know that physical activity
needs to be in my life, and my therapist
needs to be there and my meds, and so
if I have all those 3 things and like sleep,
then everything falls into place. . . . If my
mind is going at a pace of like 190 miles
an hour, I need to . . . go for a run, or if
I kick box it kind of relaxes me a little bit
with some tension [release]. . . . I can’t
meditate when I am too amped up.

Figure 1. Theoretical Model of Belonging for College Students With Disabilities
October 2015
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When asked, “What here at [this university]
has become important to your sense of
belonging?” Lisa’s response included, “being
active and involved in outdoor activities with
the outing club” and “studying in the library
and just being outside with my friends is
important too.” These influences on Lisa’s sense
of belonging were directly tied to her selfadvocacy efforts described above. Self-advocacy
in the fall semester paid off. In her second
interview, Lisa described her sense of belonging
as an 8 out of 10, saying, “I feel pretty good
here . . . and I found my niche [in the outing
club].” In that outdoor club, students were
“doing their best in every aspect of their
healthy life . . . getting good grades and having
balance like me.” Lisa’s capacity to be selfaware about her needs (e.g., physical activity,
authentic friends, balance) and reflective about
her values (healthy lifestyle, good grades)
contributed to her self-advocacy efforts,
including getting involved in the outing club.
This self-advocacy was integral to finding her
niche and corresponding sense of belonging.
During the spring interview, Naomi
explained how flare ups of her ulcerative
colitis and inflammatory bowel disease (IBD)
took a toll on her sense of belonging. She
lamented how flare-ups “set me back [on my
sense of belonging] a little bit”; yet, Naomi
was inspired to self-advocate so that she could
“go forward now.” Part of increasing her
belonging was not allowing IBD to prohibit
her from socializing. She had to relearn her
limits regarding dining hall eating. She stated,
“Yeah I have everything under control now. I
figured some things out, brought some more
food from home.” She also explained how
her self-advocacy efforts included making the
right decisions in the dining hall and “keeping
track of all the bathrooms” on campus, all of
which allowed her to feel comfortable going
to university events, freely socializing, and in
turn, feeling a sense of belonging.
678

Narratives of self-advocacy and belonging
also included the strategies participants used
to communicate their accommodation needs
to others. Students described the importance
of visiting disability services counselors,
utilizing tutoring services, and providing
faculty members with their accommodation
letters. They also worked with faculty members
over the course of the semester to ensure
that their accommodations were provided.
The interviewer asked, “As someone with a
learning disability, how do you develop a sense
of belonging?” Jennifer responded that selfadvocating for support and resources from staff
and faculty enhanced her belonging: “I think
it’s just really seeking stuff out [from faculty
and staff].” Later in the interview, she described
how self-advocacy meant putting herself “out
there to . . . teachers and explain[ing]” about
her disability so that she could get what she
needed. When she got what she needed, she
felt more inclined to belong in the class and
also at the university.
Melissa also talked about how her selfadvocacy efforts inside and outside the
classroom helped her feel as if she belonged.
For instance, her self-advocacy efforts with
the conductor and peers increased her sense
of belonging in the marching band:
Honestly, it’s been pretty good. As long
as I just tell people that I’m visually
impaired, they’re really quick to adapt,
especially . . . the head of the band. He’s
been really good about getting music to
me early so I can enlarge it. The kids are
really good whenever we’re like setting
drill on the field, which is where we make
formations. Like they all know how to
communicate with me now.

The interviewer asked, “Were there any
experiences or people who were especially
impor tant in influencing your sense
of belonging—positively or negatively?”
In response, Melissa described how the
Journal of College Student Development
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marching band was a key influence on her
sense of belonging.

Mastery and Belonging
All students described the importance of
successfully mastering various demands of the
role of college student in order to feel a sense of
belonging on campus. We came to understand
the student role as mastery of academic tasks
and earning good grades; however, it also
includes “feeling like a college student” by
blending in with peers, being viewed as a
legitimate student, and gaining recognition
for academic success.
Mastery of the student role related directly
to students’ ability to achieve high grades.
Jennifer explained that doing well in classes
made her feel as if she were in the right place:
“I think I have solid Bs in my classes now,
which I’m thrilled with. . . . It’s an amazing
feeling. So, . . . it’s definitely . . . about what
I have accomplished. And I am happy here.”
For Barry, a student with obsessive-compulsive
disorder, mastery of the student role was an
ongoing process directly connected to grades.
He explained how one class detracted from his
sense of belonging, because he felt like he was
set up for failure instead of success:
Walking into chemistry in my first class,
and one of the first things that my
professor said was something about a 20%
fail rate. . . . That’s a bit overwhelming.
It didn’t seem to bother the professor,
but that that many people would fail
bother[ed] me. . . . It’s definitely my least
favorite class so far.

In addition to earning good grades,
students also explained how mastery of the
student role was reflected in their ability
to accomplish specific academic tasks (e.g.,
tests, study methods, assignments). Jennifer
explained her strategy of starting at the back
of the test and working forward: “So by
starting at the back I was fine. It is very weird
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and there is no rhyme or reason to it [but it
works for me].” Similarly, Ethan described how
he developed an effective study method for
biology: “I had a study method that I found
was really effective. I think that makes me feel
more inclined to belong in biology.”
Beyond attaining good grades and accom
plishing specific academic tasks, mastering
the student role also meant “fitting in” and
feeling like “just another student.” Students
with disabilities described how their sense of
belonging was tied to their ability to integrate
seamlessly into collegiate life: blending in with
the larger student body was one way to achieve
such integration. Lisa explained how she felt
a sense of belonging when she studied in the
library or at a coffee shop and knew that the
other people around her were studying too.
Like her peers, Lisa was doing things she felt
she needed to do to master the student role.
“That sense of belonging, I guess, and just
trying to just like do my work with the rest of
the student body—so that’s one thing that is
critical toward my development at [college].”
For students with disabilities, being seen as a
legitimate student was essential to a sense of
belonging. Jennifer explained that she had not
yet been accepted into the Nutrition program
because of low grades. She enrolled as a nonmatriculating student to demonstrate that she
did belong in the program and that she could
succeed academically if given the chance. She
said, “I’m trying to prove a point . . . probably
more for me, that I can do it.”
Students explained how their identity as a
student and sense of belonging increased when
faculty and peers recognized their academic
success. Positive recognition from peers and
faculty helped students feel like a legitimate
college student. This aspect of the student
role may be especially significant given the
stigma and stereotypes associated with having
a disability (Charlton, 2006). When Emily
spoke up in class, she enjoyed the response
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from peers: “Oh wow! You knew this answer!”
Similarly, Ethan said, “I think belonging comes
if I get respected for how well I do.” Ethan
also described how his sense of belonging was
negatively affected when others assumed he
had low academic skills and did not belong at
college. He said, “Sometimes it bothers me.
Sometimes I find that with my academic skills,
they always say that I am disabled, even if I
am doing perfectly fine in school, just because
I have Asperger’s.” Jennifer concurred, “Just
because I have a disability, doesn’t mean I am
not intelligent. It just means I don’t think
like you think. . . . It’s really evident that my
grades do not reflect what I understand and
my intelligence.”

Social Relationships and Belonging
All students discussed the importance of
supportive relationships to the development
of a sense of belonging. Students described a
variety of ways that they connected socially
with peers in classrooms, residence halls,
and through student involvement. Melissa
proudly explained how she fits in socially
with her classmates, those with disabilities
and those without. Through her relationship
with another student with a mental illness,
Lisa found a valuable social connection. She
said, “I know that there are other people that
have mental illnesses here too. I have a friend
that does have one. And so I talk with her
about things. And I relate with her about
certain things.” Ethan and Jessica, however,
were still searching for more meaningful
social connections. In high school, Ethan
developed friendships with other students
with Asperger’s. In his quest to increase his
social connections and sense of belonging, he
attended a social skills group:
Every two weeks there is going to be
somebody else with Asperger’s there. So
that makes me [happy]—it improves
my belonging a bit. . . . I thought it was
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neat to meet somebody who is similar to
me. . . . I don’t usually find people who
are similar to me. I think there is a good
chance I will make some friends this
semester.

Jessica also hoped to socially connect with
people like her: “I haven’t met anyone else with
dyslexia here. And, it kind of sets me apart.
That would be one thing that kind of makes it
harder to belong.” However, during her second
interview, Jessica explained how she forged
close social relationships with nondisabled
students who she described as “empathetic.”
In fact, some of her “best friends” regularly
volunteered to read chapters aloud to her, even
if they had already done the reading for class.

Interrelationships Among Three
Themes and Belonging
One of the benefits of a study design that
includes multiple interviews is that researchers
can document change over time. During the
second interview all but one student explained
how their sense of belonging had increased
between the fall and spring semesters. Narratives
from those second interviews suggest that the
process of belonging is complex. We showed
how the three emergent themes influenced
belonging. During the spring interviews,
students explained how increased belonging
helped them self-advocate, master the student
role, and develop more numerous and deeper
relationships. As such, the sense of belonging
appears in the center of Figure 1 with two
directional arrows connecting belonging to
each of the three emergent themes. In the
following paragraphs, student narratives are
used to highlight the ways increased belonging
influenced each of the three themes and how
they are related to each other.
Students described how having a sense
of belonging contributed to their confidence
and ability to self-advocate. This connection
is shown by the arrow from belonging to selfJournal of College Student Development
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advocacy. Barry shared, “When I feel a sense
of belonging . . . I am able to step up and
get what I need in order to do well.” Jessica
learned “you just have to take care of yourself,”
and an increasing sense of belonging allowed
her to “stick to it” and self-advocate even
when she was “physically sick” or downright
exhausted. Jennifer also explained how as her
sense of belonging began to increase, she was
more likely to visit the disability services office
beyond the required times. In fact, she took
the initiative to schedule an extra meeting with
the office just to check in after she recognized
strategies that worked and those that did not:
At the end of last semester I wanted to
meet with [Disability Services] because
I wanted to debrief from the semester—
like how was it going. . . . It was good
for me because [I had learned and could
communicate,] “This is what works for
me” [or] “This is what is not working.”

The arrow from belonging to mastery
in Figure 1 shows that as students’ sense of
belonging increased, they often felt their
sense of mastery grow. Naomi explained how
being part of the marching band contributed
to her sense of belonging. In turn, that
sense of belonging helped her master her
instrument and her role as a student in the
campus band. As Jessica’s sense of belonging
increased, she felt more comfortable mastering
the student role by acting like a “typical
college student.” During her interview, she
confidently explained how she had mastered
skills essential to the student role, such as
time management and prioritization: “College
is like 100% time management. You know?
Everyone says that, but it’s so true. I’m not a
procrastinator.” Barry explained how average
grades (e.g., mastery) in the first semester
increased his sense of belonging. Having a
sense of belonging in the second semester
contributed to his determination to further
master the student role. During the second
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semester, he earned higher grades: “It just
felt like the hard work paid off.” In sum, as
students’ sense of belonging increased, they
approached the challenges of their student role
with new confidence.
Increased belonging also seemed to contri
bute to increased or deepened relationships.
For instance, Barry shared, “I am able to
branch out and meet new people. And when
I feel a sense of belonging, I am able to really
try to connect, because I can. I am able to not
just be shy.” As Naomi’s sense of belonging
grew, so did her confidence in being honest
with friends. Early in the year, she did not talk
about her inflammatory bowel disease with
peers. By spring she was comfortable being
candid about her limits with friends. She found
her good friends were happy to accommodate
her needs. Naomi explained:
Some days I don’t feel good and on others
I feel good. . . . Sometimes my friend asks
if we can have an ice cream night on that
night. But I can’t have too much milk
because that exacerbates [my IBD]. So I
have to decline. Pretty much we just don’t
[go for ice cream that night. But] maybe
she will come over and we’ll just watch a
show or something.

Participants also described connections
between social relationships, self-advocacy
and mastery. The arrows forming the outer
ring in Figure 1 reflect connections between
the emergent themes. Students explained
how social relationships with faculty and
peers helped them develop effective selfadvocacy skills and mastery of the student
role. Through reciprocal peer relationships,
Emily gained a deeper sense of confidence
in her ability to self-advocate. She said, “If
I hear advice from someone, then I can give
it to [other students] and see that they are
doing good in what I helped them with.
So that can kind of help me also.” Jennifer
described how a relationship with a supportive
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chemistry professor helped her gain the
confidence and skills to self-advocate which,
in turn, influenced her academic mastery. This
professor spent time getting to know Jennifer.
Even in a 300-person lecture hall, she knew
Jennifer’s name and regularly asked, “How are
you doing?” This connection gave Jennifer the
confidence to reach out to the professor when
she needed help:
My first test, I got a 78. I was kind of
bummed, because I had busted my ass. I
sent her an e-mail. And, I was like, “All
right, I want to spend time with you.
I want to see what I did wrong. How
do I fix it?” [During the conversation]
she’s like, “You can do it.” It was like a
cheerleading section.

Through self-advocacy efforts, Jennifer gleaned
relational support from the professor. In turn,
Jennifer felt empowered to increase her mastery
of the material. She shared, “I think [professor
name] makes me feel so empowered.”
Through relationships with other students
with disabilities, participants shared advice and
learned from each other’s successes and failures.
In turn, they mastered the student role. The
arrow connecting relationships and mastery
reflect this phenomenon. Jennifer explained
how a friend with a learning disability helped
her master study skills:
I have made a really good friend here.
. . . He’s got a learning disability. . . . We
drive in together and we sometimes study
together. So I am like, “Quiz me.” He’s
like, “I don’t understand how you made
that connection.” . . . But it’s one of those
things because we both have learning
disabilities it’s very cool to see how I make
the connection and I get to the same
ending, and he makes a connection and
gets to the same ending.

While she was happy with this supportive
relationship, Jennifer wished that the uni
versity would be more intentional in helping
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students with disabilities connect so that they
could collaboratively hone their academic
mastery: “Yeah, it would be nice to have a
student disability [group] . . . some kind of
connection for kids.”
Student experiences suggest that effective
self-advocacy skills contribute to mastery of
the student role. This relationship is shown by
the arrow between self-advocacy and mastery.
When she was struggling with her computer
homework, Melissa used her newly acquired
self-advocacy skills to ask for help from “one of
the techie guys in my hallway.” She explained,
“When I tried it on my own and that didn’t
work, I had to go to Plan B.” Her self-advocacy
skills prompted her to realize the need for
Plan B which, when implemented, allowed
her to successfully complete the homework
assignment. Jessica described how learning to
self-advocate was an essential aspect of life and
something that individuals learn in order to
master the student role. She said, “I had to like,
self-advocate, you know? But that’s obviously
a skill you need for life and that’s a skill you
learn in college. So, I was happy I was doing
that [self-advocating].”

Discussion AND Implications
This study adds to the literature by offering
a theoretical model that reflects the process
through which students with disabilities
developed a sense of belonging. Only one
other study, Strayhorn (2012), offers a
multidimensional image of belonging. While
Strayhorn’s model effectively describes a variety
of phenomena that influence the sense of
belonging for diverse students, it was not based
upon studies of students with disabilities; thus,
it does not adequately describe the process
of belonging described by our participants.
In fact, most belonging literature does not
highlight process, but instead emphasizes the
relationship between belonging and particular
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variables such as persistence, academic success
(Freeman et al., 2007; Hausmann et al., 2007;
Hoffman, 2002/2003), or campus involvement
(Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Johnson et al.,
2007; Strayhorn, 2012).
Practitioners who emphasize only one of our
emergent themes (e.g., relationship building,
academic mastery, or self-advocacy skills) may
be ineffective in assisting students to develop
a sense of belonging. By law, higher education
institutions are only required to provide
reasonable accommodations for students
with disabilities. This narrow requirement can
limit higher education institutions to merely
emphasize accommodations (e.g., extended
time, interpreters, accessible classrooms),
as opposed to proactive initiatives that can
promote the development of belonging.
Disability services professionals should
partner with academic and student affairs
colleagues in other functional areas (e.g.,
residence life, orientation, student activities)
to design programs, policies, and services that
promote self-advocacy, mastery, and social
relationships for students with disabilities.
By simultaneously attending to all of these
variables, professionals can support students in
the process of developing a sense of belonging.
Social relationships influenced a sense of
belonging in ways that aligned with previous
studies (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; DeWall
& Bushman, 2011; Hausmann et al. 2007;
Hoffman et al., 2002/2003; Hurtado &
Carter, 1997; Johnson et al., 2007; Pittman &
Richmond, 2007; Strayhorn, 2008); however,
student narratives suggest that the function
of social relationships extends beyond the
scope of friendship and support described
in the literature. For our participants, social
connections were more than vehicles for
general social integration, and they served
as only one piece of the belonging puzzle.
Students did not just fit in or connect with
friends: their relationships also contributed
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to the development of self-advocacy skills and
academic mastery. In this study, important
social relationships were fostered with peers
with disabilities who could help participants
articulate their needs. Social relationships
fostered mastery of the student role as students
worked together to develop strategies for
self-advocacy and academic success. Positive
connections with encouraging faculty and
staff were also essential to the development of
a sense of belonging. Thus, social relationships
played a complex role in fostering belonging
for these students, combining experiences of
comfort and fitting in with more instrumental
support that helped them gain confidence
about their ability to “do college.” While
confidentiality issues prohibit disclosing a
student’s disability, university personnel can
support the creation of optional student
affinity organizations, support groups, or peer
mentoring programs. Through such programs,
students with disabilities can form friendships
and share strategies for self-advocacy and
mastering the student role, which, in turn,
can foster a sense of belonging.
These findings affirm the importance
of self-advocacy (Adams & Proctor, 2010;
Daly-Cano et al., 2015; Hadley, 2006; Janiga
& Costenbader, 2002; Webster, 2004) and
extend the literature by highlighting a direct
connection between self-advocacy and the
development of a sense of belonging. Student
narratives also suggest that self-advocacy
leads to greater mastery of the student role,
which aligns with the literature showing how
effective self-advocacy relates to collegiate
adjustment and academic achievement;
yet some scholars (Daly-Cano et al., 2015;
Janiga & Costenbader, 2002) suggest many
first-year students can be unprepared to
effectively or proactively self-advocate. Higher
education professionals should offer selfadvocacy workshops for new students where
they can develop and practice strategies they
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need to advocate with faculty, staff, and peers.
Upper-class students with disabilities could
be invited to share their diverse self-advocacy
journeys with new students.
Findings related to mastery of the demands
of the student role affirm the limited literature
that highlights the relationship between
academic success and belonging (Pittman &
Richmond, 2007; Summers & Svinicki, 2007).
In this article, we use the term student role (vs.
academic success) to explicate a complicated
phenomenon that includes academic success
(grades), task mastery, recognition, and the
feeling of being a normal or legitimate college
student. While disability services offices often
focus on providing accommodations so that
students can be academically successful, the
mastery theme went beyond earning good
grades. Disability services offices and other
student affairs professionals should consider
how important mastery is to students with
disabilities. They must recognize that notions
of mastery exist against a sociopolitical
backdrop where students with disabilities
receive explicit and implicit messages that they
are “less capable” (Charlton, 2006, p. 220)
and, thus, are not legitimate students. If
students’ sense of mastery of the student role
enhances their sense of belonging, all student
affairs practitioners (including disability
services) must recognize the power they have
to convey implicit and explicit messages about
a student’s ability to successfully navigate
the student role. Inclusive practice requires
disability consciousness and self-awareness of
practitioners who oversee programming and
service delivery (Evans & Herriott, 2009;
Olkin, 1999). Individuals with disabilities are
often viewed through a deficit lens (Olkin,
1999), emphasizing conditions that suggest
something is wrong with these students.
In contrast to deficit notions, students in
this study exhibited resiliency and effective
coping strategies to master the student role.
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To promote a sense of belonging among
students with disabilities, professionals should
emphasize and celebrate student strengths
and engage in intentional advising and
programmatic efforts to support students in
their quest to master the student role. This
can be achieved by formal programmatic
efforts or informal conversations. For instance,
student affairs professionals should approach
dialogues with students by first asking about
their unique goals and how well they feel they
have self-advocated and mastered the student
role. Such a perspective is in stark contrast to
a deficit one where conversations begin with a
focus on challenges, hurdles, or how well other
people have provided accommodations.

LIMITATIONS
Our understanding of the process of achieving
a sense of belonging for college students with
disabilities is based on our conversations with
a small group of students with largely invisible
disabilities. As the literature suggests, their
experiences might differ from those of students
with disabilities that are visible to others (e.g.,
mobility impairments; Evans & Herriott,
2009; Olkin, 1999). Similarly, since only one
of our students encountered limited mobility
issues, we cannot know if, or how, the physical
environment and campus accessibility might
influence the sense of belonging for students
with other types of disabilities.
All of our participants self-identified with
the Office of Disability Services at one campus.
Research has shown that many college students
do not self-identify as having a disability, while
others go undiagnosed (Wagner et al., 2005).
Among students who registered with the
Office of Disability Services, we only spoke to
students who volunteered to participate in our
study and who were enthusiastic about sharing
their belonging experiences. We did not
interview students who described themselves
Journal of College Student Development
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as feeling severely alienated from the university
or who dropped out.
In the future, longitudinal studies could
clarify what happens to students’ sense of
belonging over the course of their college career.
That said, we believe that our model, rooted
deeply in student narratives, provides a solid

foundation upon which more comprehensive
developmental theories can be built.
Correspondence concerning this article should be
addressed to Annemarie Vaccaro, Department of Human
Development and Family Studies, University of Rhode
Island, Kingston, RI 02881; avaccaro@uri.edu
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